Bat-associated histoplasmosis in returning travelers: case presentation and description of a cluster.
Histoplasma capsulatum is a dimorphic fungus with the mycelial form producing spores that are readily airborne and able to reach small bronchi and alveoli. Isolation of the mycelial form of H. capsulatum in nature shows a striking correlation with moist, acidic soils, frequently contaminated with bird or bat excreta. Bats, but not birds, may be infected by H. capsulatum and may excrete the fungus in their feces. Skin test surveys show that the infectious agent is present worldwide in the areas between 45 degrees north and 30 degrees south of the equator. Clusters of cases may occur because of the disturbance of soil contaminated with H. capsulatum, or by visiting bat caves. Cave-associated histoplasmosis has been reported from the Americas, Africa, Oceania, and Africa. Recently, cave-associated histoplasmosis has been reported in travelers returning from Costa Rica and Peru. We report a cluster of cave-associated acute histoplasmosis that occurred in college students returning from Ecuador. Advice regarding histoplasmosis prevention should be given to travelers planning to visit bat-infested caves, and histoplasmosis should be considered in the differential diagnosis of febrile illness in returning travelers with a history of epidemiologic or geographic exposure.